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Reflective learning journals encourage students to become active learners. Journal writing 
provides students with an opportunity to contextualize new information and to make sense of 
what they are learning. This study investigates the effects of reflective learning journals on 
students’ learning and their overall performance in their course. 150 students from a pre-
university business course participated in this study. A total of 75 students known as the 
intervention group were given a reflective journal writing assignment which contributed to 
10% of their coursework. The comparison group consisted of 75 students who did not have 
the journal assignment. Both groups were taught by the same instructor using the same 
textbook and had to complete similar assignments except for the journal assignment. A survey 
using questionnaires and student interviews was carried out on the intervention group to 
collect data and obtain feedback on their journal writing experiences. The final marks for both 
groups were compared to see if the reflective journal writing had contributed positively to the 
overall performance of the students.  
 
Introduction 
The term “reflection” describes the ‘active, persistent and careful consideration of any belief or 
supposed form of knowledge in the light of the grounds that support it and the further conclusions to 
which it tends’ (Dewey 1933, p.9). Learning journals can be used to develop students’ reflection 
skills as these journals help students to narrow the gap between theory and practice while improving 
their personal learning. Journal writing activity enhances students’ understanding of their personal 
experiences and develops their thinking skills through active learning (Williams and Wessel, 2004) 
as learning should be an active process accompanied by personal thinking and questioning. Students 
can use reflective learning journals to record their ideas and thoughts which can be reflected upon 
when necessary. As a result, students become responsible for their own learning and in due course 
develop into independent life long learners. 
The purpose of this study was to investigate the effects of reflective learning journals on students’ 
learning and their overall course performance. In particular, the following research questions were 
addressed:  
1. Do reflective learning journals improve students’ learning? 
2. Do reflective learning journals improve students’ overall performance in a course? 
Literature Review 
In a study conducted by Pavlovich (2007), two reflective journal assignments were designed and 
implemented in a management degree programme. The purpose of the journal assignments was to 
help students to become more mindful and aware of their daily actions. This study concluded that 
reflection can be taught to students and encourages them to learn how to learn. The process of 
reflection allows students to develop their capacity for self-awareness, thus developing their 
managerial skills. In a managerial decision making circumstances, they will be able to take 
responsibility for their decisions, as they have enhanced their ability to interact with others. Thus, 




Cisero (2006) conducted a study to investigate if reflective journal writing assignments would 
improve students’ course performance. The journal assignments were used to encourage students’ 
active engagement while reading their textbooks, hence improve their learning and possibly result in 
better grades in their course. The study found that journal writing was unnecessary for intrinsically 
motivated, high achieving students. These students did not require journal entries to engage them in 
the learning process. However, reflective journal writing helped the average students to acquire self-
reflection skills and encouraged them to put more effort into learning. These students were willing to 
take an active role in the learning process, thus create meaningful learning using the reflective 
journal writing assignment. Findings show that journal writing was helpful in the synthesis and 
application of knowledge which improved quality of essays, and this is consistent with the study by 
Hynd, Simpson and Chase (1990). The study concluded that the effectiveness of reflective journal 
writing in improving course performance depends on the students’ own effort in engaging in the 
reflection process. Therefore, reflection can potentially change a student to a thinker and learner, 
thus instructors should nurture a culture of reflection, critical thinking and active learning in the 
students. 
Thorpe (2004) conducted a study on the application of two models of reflection i.e the three stages 
of reflection and the three levels of reflection. Scanlon and Chernomas (1997) introduced the ‘three 
stages of reflection model’ which described the first stage as awareness which is triggered by the 
students’ curiosity to discover more about the subject matter. The second stage is the critical analysis 
of the existing knowledge and the application of new information, while the third stage (new 
perspective) is the result of the analysis and application of new information. This model suggested 
that the reflection process resulted in learning and influenced affective, cognitive and behavioral 
changes. Wong et al. (1997) introduced the ‘three levels of reflection model’ which explored 
procedural changes to meet students’ learning needs. Students were grouped as non-reflectors, 
reflectors and critical reflectors. 
Thorpe (2004) suggested these recommendations for educators and learners: 
• Educators should communicate the objective of journal writing to their students so that they 
know the importance of the activity. Teachers should provide specific, confidential and 
constructive feedback (written or oral) to their students. Confidentiality must be maintained 
at all times to ensure reflective learning journals can effectively promote students’ learning. 
Reflective journal entries can be valuable information to teachers to improve their teaching 
approach. 
Students’ comments on areas of difficulty can help the teacher to place more emphasis on 
specific areas of the course, hence, improving teaching and learning. 
• Learners should adopt reflective learning methods which is important for professional 
development and professional practice. Students should take responsibility to engage 
actively in their learning through the reflection process and focus on skills which they would 
like to develop for future practice. Such skills may include time management, conflict 
resolution, communication and teamwork. 
According to Hubbs and Brand (2005), reflective journals give teachers an opportunity to assess the 
student’s comprehension and mastery of the content, as well as affective responses to the content. 
Students are able to link their understanding and feelings using the reflective journals, thereby hone 
their reflective skills. Students with these skills are able to connect their internal processes with their 




combined with teacher’s feedback, it results in an on-going dialogue. Thus, the reflective journal 
provides valuable information about the students’ progress and development. 
Grant et al. (2006) conducted a study to describe the effects of a voluntary intervention using 
reflective learning techniques on students’ learning. This study suggested that small self-selected 
group of students were able to identify their learning needs, however, there were no improvements in 
their examination results. Students seemed reluctant to involve in reflective learning if it was not 
related to the curriculum and assessments. Thus, the study concluded that students will approach 
reflective learning with greater enthusiasm if they perceive that it will help them to achieve better 
grades in their course.  
Methodology 
The structure of the Canadian International Matriculation Programme (CIMP) is new to many of the 
students, as most of them come from a 100% exam based educational background. This programme 
has a 70% coursework component and a 30% exam component, thus it is vital that students gain a 
positive learning experience from the beginning of the course. Hence, the purpose of this study was 
to investigate if the use of reflective learning journals to encourage reflection could improve 
students’ learning and their overall performance in the course.  
The participants in this study were enrolled in an international business course in the CIMP. 150 
students from two international business classes were selected to participate in this study. Both 
classes were taught by the same teacher with the exact course content. The majority of the students 
were from countries such as Malaysia, Indonesia, China, Iran, Korea and the Middle-East and 
between the ages of 17-20 years. The participants came from a diverse educational and ethnic 
background.  
A reflective journal assignment was introduced to one class i.e the intervention group as part of their 
coursework in the first week of their semester, while the other class i.e the comparison group did not 
have this assignment. The intervention group was well informed on the objective of the assignment 
which contributed to 10% of their overall coursework component. The reflective journal entries were 
reviewed regularly and constructive feedback was given to each student. At the end of the course, 
overall test grades of the two groups were compared to see if the reflective journals had any effect on 
the students’ overall test marks in the course. 
The survey instrument consisted of 10 items which were rated on a 5-point Likert-type scale 
(strongly agree, agree, neutral, disagree and strongly disagree).The instrument was a self-
explanatory questionnaire that respondents could complete by themselves. The statements were short 
and easy to understand and students were able to clarify questions when they were unsure. The 
questionnaire was distributed to the intervention class and collected after all the respondents 
completed the survey, thus response rate was 100%.  Interviews were also conducted to obtain 
feedback from participants in this study. 9 students from the intervention group were selected with a 







Below are the summary of the findings from the questionnaire. 
1=strongly agree 2=agree 3=neutral 4=disagree 5=strongly disagree 
Students' perception on reflective learning journals (RLJ)   Mean 
Q1: I have never used reflective learning journals         1.5 
Q2: I had difficulty making journal entries         2.0 
Q3: The reflective journals helped me to understand the content     1.8 
Q4: I could establish the link between the course content and my personal experiences  1.5 
Q5: I developed a deeper understanding of the course  2.2 
Q6: My analytical skills improved with RLJ        3.3 
Q7: Regular feedback from teachers was useful in my reflection process  2.3 
Q8: RLJ contributed to a positive learning experience      1.8 
Q9: I felt responsible for my own learning         2.3 
Q10. The RLJ is a tool which I will use in my other courses to improve my learning  1.9 
 
Discussion 
On average, the respondents indicated that they have never used a reflective learning journal, thus 
this explains why majority of students had difficulty writing the journal entries. A mean of 1.8 for 
the third question indicates that the students found the reflective journals useful as they could 
understand the course content better. The average response to question 4 clearly indicates that they 
could establish links between the theory and their personal experiences, thus, this gave them an 
opportunity to develop a deeper understanding of the course. Students were not quite sure if their 
analytical skills had improved with the use of the reflective journals, but the results of their test 
marks in Figure 1 indicates an overall improvement in their course performance. On average, 
students found that regular feedback from teachers enhanced their reflection process. Feedback from 
teachers helped students to ensure that they are on the right track. Also, this gave students and 
teachers to communicate on a more personal level and share their experiences, thus students have a 
strong rapport with their teachers. Generally, students agreed that the reflective learning journal 
improved their learning experience as they were able to take responsibility for their own learning 
process. A mean of 1.9 for the last question indicates that the reflective journal is a tool which the 
respondents will continue to use in their other courses as they have benefitted from this journal 
assignment. 
The intervention group and the comparison group were given similar tests.  The graph below shows 
the average test marks of the two groups of students. Group 1 is the comparison group, while Group 
2 is the intervention group. The intervention group obtained a higher overall average on three of the 
four tests in the course. The overall test marks for the intervention group was 72.25% as compared to 



















The comparison of the test marks for the two groups indicate that Test 1 and Test 2 marks did not 
significantly differ for both groups. However, the intervention group had better marks in Test 3 and 
Test 4 as compared to the comparison group. The reflective journal entries helped students to 
understand the course content in a more personal way, as they could include their own experiences 
when making the journal entries. Thus, the student could make the links between the theory from the 
textbook and their experience. Understandably, this process of reflection takes time, and some 
students may take longer than the others. However, the results of the last 2 tests indicate that 
students from the intervention group performed better than the comparison group. It is also 
important to note that Test 3 and Test 4 had case study questions which required higher order 
thinking. Students from the intervention group were required to apply their critical thinking skills in 
their answers. Hence, this is an indication that reflective learning journals are useful to develop 
positive learning experiences and enhance students’ critical thinking skills.  
The interview questions and the responses from randomly selected students are discussed below. 
When the students were asked if they understood the objective of the journal assignment, they 
responded: 
‘The teacher explained about the journal assignment at the beginning of the course. 





‘I have never used journals before, but the teacher explained that this assignment 
would help me become a better learner and could possibly improve my grades too. I 
decided to give my best, as I needed good grades from this course’. 
Students were clear about the objective of the journal assignment, as the teacher had taken time 
during the first week to explicitly explain the purpose of the assignment. 
When the students were asked how the reflective learning journal contributed to their learning in this 
course, this was their reply: 
‘I was able to thoroughly grasp the content of the various chapters. This improved 
my answers in my tests and my other assignments. This assignment helped me to 
establish links between the content from the textbook and my personal experiences’.  
‘The time I invested in the journal entries was a good investment as it helped me to 
better understand the course. My answers to case study questions were always weak; 
however, this reflective journal assignment helped me to polish my critical thinking 
skills. I was able to critically analyze case study questions, thus my marks in this 
course improved’. 
Based on the responses above, the students felt that they had a positive learning experience as the 
journal assignment improved their understanding of the content. 
These statements describe some of the challenges faced by the students in journal writing.  
‘I did not enjoy it at first. I had to spend a lot of time to think about what to write 
and I was very stressed out. I consulted my teacher and she helped me to focus on 
the relevant issues and organize my thoughts and feelings. After a while, I was able 
to do the assignment, but it was still overwhelming at times’. 
‘I felt this was additional work, as I had a lot of homework from my other courses. 
Initially, I sought help from my teacher and friends to complete the journal entries. I 
also had difficulty putting my thoughts into words because I am weak in English’. 
To conclude the interview, participants were asked how the reflective learning journals influenced 
them as an individual, and their replies were: 
‘I think the reflective journal is a good tool which helped me to reflect on my 
experiences and to become a better learner’. 
‘I have learnt a process which will allow me to learn throughout my life. This has 
been an assignment I will remember and cherish for a long time’. 
‘I am not sure if I will put in as much effort as I did, if there were no marks for the 
assignment. I felt the assignment was tedious and time-consuming’. 
 
The findings of the study indicate that the students did benefit from the use of reflective learning 
journals which was introduced as part of their coursework. The participants indicate that initially 
they had difficulty making the journal entries as the majority of them have never used a reflective 




their learning process, thus they have become a better learner. This finding is consistent with the 
study by Cisero (2006) which concluded that the success of the journal assignment as a reflection 
tool is depended on the students’ willingness to engage in the learning process.  
Limitation 
This study introduced the journal assignment as part of the students’ coursework, thus it contributed 
to 10% of their overall grade in the course. Hence, it is important to highlight that students 
understood that if they did not submit their journal assignment, their overall grades may be adversely 
affected. Therefore, the effectiveness of the reflective learning journal was to some extent influenced 
by the marks which it contributed to the overall coursework grades. 
Conclusion 
The findings of this study support that reflective learning journals enhanced students’ learning and as 
a result, their overall performance in the course also improved. Students took responsibility for their 
own learning, thus this led to active learning. The reflective learning process allowed students to 
develop a deeper insight into the course. Thus, reflective learning journal is a valuable tool to 
promote lifelong learning and motivate students to adopt an active learning approach in their  life. 
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